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Abstract  
Increasingly we are hearing calls to move beyond test scores and to enhance 
our focus on the education of the whole child.  OECD [1] has laid out a framework for 
what type of education we want to have by 2030 in which they centered their vision of 
whole child development. Research in child human development and the 
neuroscience of learning also suggest that we need to expand our focus from 
academics outcomes (e.g., math and language knowledge) to pro-social outcomes 
such as personal agency, persistence, and civic engagement [2]).  When, however, 
you look at the structures of schools, there is no clarity as to who owns the policies, 
procedures, or curriculum associated with educating the whole child.  There is 
confusion as to what we mean by whole child and how we measure of our success in 
educating the whole child.  The purpose of this essay is to describe three areas of 
practice that effectively address the development of the whole child, a) character 
education, b) civic education, and c) social emotional learning and discuss the ways 
in which they are different and similar.  It will end with a discussion on the challenges 
faced in implementing such programs and demonstrating their value.   
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 Increasingly we are hearing calls to move beyond test scores and to enhance our focus on 
the education of the whole child.  OECD [1] has laid out a framework for what type of education we 
want to have by 2030 in which they articulated their vision of whole child development. Research in 
child human development and the neuroscience of learning also suggest that we need to expand our 
focus from academics outcomes (e.g., math and language knowledge) to pro-social outcomes such as 
personal agency, persistence, and civic engagement [2].  When, however, you look at the structures of 
schools, there is no clarity as to who owns the policies, procedures, or curriculum associated with 
educating the whole child.  There is confusion as to what we mean by whole child and how we 
measure of our success in educating the whole child.  The purpose of this essay is to describe three 
areas of practice that effectively address the development of the whole child, character education, 
civic education, and social emotional learning and discuss the ways in which they are different and 
similar.  It will end with a discussion on the challenges faced in implementing such programs and 
demonstrating their value.   
Before going too deeply into definitions and comparison, it is important to make a clear 
statement as to why these distinctions are important to make.  I will use a sport and music analogy to 
make the point.  Players on a soccer (football) team are all soccer players.  In fact, they share a lot of 
characteristics and skills.  They all must be fit, they all must be able to dribble and pass the ball.  At 
times, they all must play some defense and some offense.  For a team to be successful, however, 
each player must know his or her role, play it well, and play in coordination with his or her team mates.  
Defenders have a different role than do forwards, and those in the middle have to blend those roles 
and know when they are doing which.  A team where everyone plays offense or everyone plays 
defense will not flourish.  In the same way, to perform an orchestral piece, the musicians, beyond their 
ability to read music, must master their instrument and learn how to coordinate their performance with 
the others musicians.  A third relevant point is that, even though they are all music, there is a 
 
difference between opera, classical, and jazz performances.  The Marsalis brothers, Winston and 
Brandon, are rare examples of great musicians who are successful in multiple musical genres. 
Character Education 
Ryan and Bohlin [3] pointed out that people of good character are individuals who know the good, love 
the good, and do the good. Character education in schools [4,5] involves the systematic efforts of the 
school to facilitate the acquistion of character among  students, provide them the opportunity to put 
their character into practice, and to provide structured feedback to those efforts.  Proponents of 
character education argue that, to be effective, a shared focus on character needs to be deeply 
embedded within the school culture. It is not enough to have a class about character, or for the 
development of character to be the focus of one department or another. To be effective, character 
education needs to be embedded into the mission, values, and structure of the school. To achieve 
this, a school must develop a shared definition of what is a good character, and how that character is 
developed, and then have those expectations of the whole community, including teachers and 
parents.  This theory of character must inform codes of conduct, interpersonal relations at the school, 
assessment practices, and all aspects of school life [6]. 
In 1994The United States Congress, authorized the Partnerships in Character Education 
Program and then in 2001, through The No Child Left Behind Act,  renewed and re-emphasized this 
focus and substantially expands support for it.  The assumption behind these efforts was that, in order 
to improve the academic performance of children in the country, there also needed to be support for 
the development of their character.  In 2008, the US Department of Education [USDOE, 7] did a 
review of these efforts to determine what lessons were learned.   
In the review of the projects supported by the USDOE, they found that nine commonly 
identified goals. They were to a) change students’ knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and actions regarding 
elements of character education, b) reduce the number of disciplinary incidents in schools, c) improve 
academic achievement;, d) improve the climate of individual schools, e) increase community 
involvement in character education, f) increasing family involvement by gaining parental input and 
support, and by linking the character education efforts to the home, g)  increase school attendance by 
making the school environment safer, friendlier and more positive, h) increase opportunities for 
service-learning programs, which allow students to employ character education concepts in real-life 
situations, and i) change teacher knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and actions related to character 
education. 
The USDOE review found that successful programs had common qualities.  Every report 
emphasized the importance of professional development for all staff. The projects reported substantial 
efforts to train school staff in what constitutes quality character education as well as how the efforts 
could be assessed. Training topics focused on connecting character education to curriculum and state 
standards. Schools used professional development time allocated in district calendars as well as 
seminar events, conferences and online courses for training teachers. The states reported that 
successfully implemented projects involved the creation or adoption of curriculum to teach character 
education and strategies to integrate it into the curriculum. Whether created wholly in the state or 
adapted from existing national or local resources, the materials and methodology springing from state 
efforts allowed character education programs to move from vision to reality. Although most schools 
and communities found common themes in terms of the characteristics they identified as essential 
character traits, the grantees often noted the importance of the process of building consensus about 
these traits as well as the process to instill them. The effort to bring together relevant members of the 
community, especially parents and educators, increased the feeling of ownership in the character 
education effort. The reports indicated that community leaders provided vital support and vision for 
character education by clearly articulating the importance of character development to the youths of a 
community. These leaders reported that youths’ community participation was an important positive 
influence on student acceptance of character education. Projects that reported successful 
implementation of character education often included community participants in program design and 
implementation. Since successful character education requires community involvement, steering 
committees were used by most state projects to provide a vehicle for involving a broad base of 
community members, which include representatives from law enforcement, chambers of commerce, 
businesses, social service and health agencies, faith-based organizations, parents and students. 
Although the composition of such committees varied among states, each structure allowed individuals 
in the community to have an investment in the success of the project. Based on the reports from the 
states, when families had opportunities to participate in their children’s character education programs 
and received support in doing so, the programs were more likely to be perceived successful. 
Examples of student involvement in character education reported by the states included service-
 
learning programs and leadership roles in character education efforts. A number of states created 
opportunities for students to learn while performing community assistance projects. A final, 
overarching strategy emerged during discussions with the states about their reports is that there 
needs to be a comprehensive approach to the development, implementation, and evaluation of 
character education programs in order for them to be effective and sustainable.  There findings are 
replicated in the Indonesian experience where strategies for the development of character are written 
into the national curriculum [8] 
Civic Education 
Is not just about the forms of government.  Like character education, it involves knowledge, in this 
case, knowledge about how a civil society works, an understanding about one’s place within that civil 
society, an awareness of how one can have an impact on his or her society, and, ideally, structured 
opportunities to put that knowledge, understanding, and awareness into practice [9].  Guilfoile and 
Delander [10] suggest that there are 6 proven practices for what they call civic learning.  They are a) 
provide instruction in government, history, law, and democracy, b) incorporate discussion of current 
local, national, and international issues and events in the classroom, particularly those that young 
people view as important to their lives, c) design and implement programs that provide students with 
opportunities to apply what they learn through performing community service that is linked to the 
formal curriculum and classroom instruction, d) offer extracurricular activities that provide opportunities 
for young people to get involved in their schools or communities, e) encourage student participation in 
school governance,  and f) encourage students’ participation in simulations of democratic processes 
and procedures. They make the argument that “high-quality, school-based civic learning fosters civic 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes; promotes civic equality; builds 21st century skills; improves school 
climate; and lowers school drop-out rates.”  
Kahne and Sporte [11] have found that an effective civics education program can foster 
notable improvements in students’ commitments to civic participation. Healy [12] has reported that 
Democracy Schools in Illinois which integrate principles of civic learning and engagement throughout 
the structure of the school have improved school climate and improved academic performance. 
 The Illinois Democracy Schools Initiative [13] is focused on supporting secondary schools to 
more effective prepare their students to be engaged and effective citizens (which is one outcome of a 
focus on whole child development).  They have found that there are five common elements needed to 
sustain a school wide commitment to civic learning.  They are a) vision and leadership, b) a 
strategically designed curriculum that incorporates effective approaches to civic learning, c) an 
approach to hiring practices, performance reviews and professional development that assert and 
support the importance of effective civic learning, d) school-community connections that provide 
opportunities to involve the community in the school and the school in the community, and e) a school 
climate that nurtures and models civic dispositions such as personal responsibility, student 
engagement in decision making, and mutual respect and tolerance. 
Social Emotional Learning 
The Collaborative for Academic and Social Emotional Learning [14] states that “social and emotional 
learning (SEL) is the process through which children and adults understand and manage emotions, 
set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive 
relationships, and make responsible decisions.”  They posit that there are 5 competencies that are the 
focus of social emotional learning.  They are self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, 
relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. Effective social emotional learning interventions 
lead to a) improved academic and behavioral outcomes including a positive impact up to 18 years 
later on academics, conduct problems, emotional distress, and drug use, b) reduced poverty and 
improved economic mobility which includes statistically significant associations between SEL skills in 
kindergarten and key outcomes for young adults years later. SEL decreased the likelihood of living in 
or being on a waiting list for public housing, receiving public assistance, having  any involvement with 
police before adulthood, and ever spending time in a detention facility [16]. 
As Greenberg et al. [17] state “…the current impact of these programs is limited because of 
insufficient coordination with other components of school operations and inattention to implementation 
and evaluation factors necessary for strong program impact and sustainability.”  They go on to 
advocate for the implementation of social emotional programming that is evidenced-based, 
comprehensive, and well-coordinated. 
How are they the same 
There are distinct similarities between character education, civic education, and social emotional 
learning.  The first is that there is an overlap between the competencies that each approach attempts 
to develop in students.  The second is that the more whole school involvement there is in the definition 
 
of and efforts to acquire the desired outcomes, the more effective are the programs.  The third is that 
all of these approaches lead to improved student outcomes, both personal and academic.  The fourth 
is that schools which systematically implement these programs experience improvement in school 
climate.  The fifth is that they are more sucessful when attention is paid to the professional 
development of the educators, the quality and integrety of the curriculum being used.  The sixth, and 
most important is that they all support the development of flourishing children [17, 18i]. 
How are they different? 
This is a more challenging question to answer.  From one perspective, one may suggest that the focus 
on character is more on personal values, that the focus of civic learning is more on how one acts in 
the world, and social emotional learning is more focused on personal skill development. To return to 
analogy used at the start of this essay, the difference maybe one of preference and the needs of the 
relevant local community.  It is the difference between opera, classical, and jazz.  They each have 
their devotees, they each demand different variations on similar skills, they each sound very different.  
On the other, hand, they are all music and to perform them well, demands focus, discipline, 
collaboration, and committment. 
Do we need them all to create conditions for our children to flourish?  
The conclusion of this essay is that we do not need them all to create those conditions, but every child 
will be well served if they experience at least one of them.  As Seider [19] in his investigation of high 
performing schools that all claimed to have a character education program found, it was the 
comprehensive nature of the program and the integrity with which the programs were implemented, 
not the focus of the program, which determined the impact.  To create the conditions for children to 
flourish, for the whole child to develop, schools and communities must come together in order to a) 
develop a shared vision for what are the pro-social skills they want all the children in their community 
to acquire, b) recruit, prepare, and support the professionals in their community (both within schools 
and in the communities (e.g., community based organizations such as the Boys and Girls Club, c) 
develop and implement an articulate curriculum that the community will use to meet its needs, d) 
develop and implement a system for tracking the impact of the program and be prepared to make 
evidenced-based changes, and e) commitment to a comprensive approach to creating the conditions 
that will allow our children to flourish. 
 The reason one school or community is sucessful or not is a function, as Seider found, of that 
school or communities abilitiy to develop and implement a comprehensive and coherent program with 
consistency and integrity.  It takes leadership and vision, and well prepared and well supported 
educators, and a high quality curriculum, and community engagement, and student engagement. It is 
not a situation where the school counselor should be the leader of any work that focuses on social 
emotional learning, or that civic education should be the sole provence of the social studies 
department, or that character education is a focus of independent schools that include character in 
their mission.  To be sucessful at preparing the whole child to take his or place in the world as 
engaged citizen, each community will be well served by developing and implementing a comprensive 
and coherent approach to achieving that outcome.  Each community needs to chose an approach that 
is aligned to their context and values. Leadership in these efforts can come from anywhere in the 
community.  Sucess will only come in those communities who make a comprehensive committment to 
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